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Prologue

The first time I saw the numbers was at my wife’s funeral.

I remember looking at those fourteen digits carved in stone and thinking that I was hallucinating (and possibly losing my mind).

I was wrong about that. And a few other things.

Back then, I didn’t know what the numbers meant. I didn’t realize how much they would change my life.

And soon after, the world.

*

There are three things that stick out in my mind about that day: the rain, the ringing, and the numbers.

The rain began as a drizzle.

I sat under a tent by the graveside, listening to the pastor’s voice echo across the cemetery. Somewhere along the way, the clouds coalesced and drops started to fall.

By the time he finished speaking, the rain was a steady pitter-patter on the canvas above me, a fingernail tapping a tabletop, silently saying, “We’re waiting.”

And they were waiting for me.

I rose from the folding metal chair, but I didn’t get far. My daughter, who was sitting beside me, reached up and grabbed me and held tight—tighter than I ever thought a six-year-old child could.

I leaned over and kissed the top of her head, pried myself loose, and stepped out into the rain.

My feet sank in the soggy grass, and I shouldn’t have, but I looked over at the casket and that hole in the ground and my life.

The ringing started then.

I’ve had tinnitus for years. Usually, what I hear is a constant whine, like a tea kettle about to boil.

That day, the ringing in my ears was different. Instead of the shrill whine, I heard:

Clang.

Clang.

Clang.

I remember thinking that it sounded like an unseen hand had grabbed three rocks, dropped them in a tin can, and started shaking it.

I kept walking, and that hand kept rattling those rocks, getting louder with every step.

My face was soaked by the time I reached the cover of the pastor’s umbrella, but I didn’t wipe the rain away. I reached into my pocket and unfolded the page that held the eulogy.

I knew every word by heart. I’d rewritten it a hundred times. But the sheet gave me something to do with my hands.

The rocks rattled in my ears, and the rain fell harder, and I told my family and friends that my wife had helped me rebuild my life when I was broken. And that my greatest regret was that I couldn’t help her when she was sick.

Every word seemed to annoy that unseen hand. It shook the can harder, clanging the rocks like it was taunting me.

In the battle that is my hearing, it won.

Halfway through the eulogy, I stopped hearing my own voice. All I heard was that abrasive rattling.

I kept going.

It kept shaking harder, the clanging ratcheting higher.

I was getting ready to read the last paragraph, and wondering if people could still hear me, when I looked down at the page in my hand and realized that the wind had carried a few raindrops past the umbrella. Ink ran like blood from a dozen small cuts.

The unseen hand shook the rocks even harder, and there was a pop, as if it had slammed the can down on a table.

For a few seconds, the world was utterly silent. After the mind-numbing rattling, the void that followed was strange and disorienting. It felt like the seconds after that roadside bomb went off in Afghanistan.

And like then, my world had changed in the blink of an eye.

Over there, the bomb mangled the Humvee I had been driving and killed two of my fellow Marines. It took one of my legs.

In the cemetery that day, what the deafening explosion claimed was time. I knew time had passed because the page in my hand was soaked. The ink ran together in a massive blob.

I admit, in that moment, a cold shiver of fear went through my body. It was like realizing that the unseen hand shaking the rocks had a power over me that I didn’t understand. It could take time from me. I had learned the hard way that time was life’s most precious currency.

I stared at the wilted page and heard the silence, and it was as if that unseen hand and I were facing off. Like it was waiting for me, daring me to start up again.

I made my decision.

I looked up at the mourners under the canvas tents, at the confused looks and the heads nodding, and I resumed speaking.

The can swirled, and the rocks began to clang, and I said the words my wife deserved.

When I was done, the rattling was in full rage. But that was fine with me, because I had finished what I had to do.

I felt the pastor’s hand on my shoulder, and I looked over at my wife’s tombstone. I read her name and the epitaph, and when I got to the dates of her birth and death, the rattling went hypersonic. The screech pushed against reality, and I thought the hand was going to slam the can down again and take more time, but it didn’t.

What happened was that the dates carved in stone changed. They morphed into:

12122518914208

And when I read that peculiar sequence of numbers, the clanging stopped. And the only thing I heard was raindrops falling on the pastor’s umbrella.


I

THE NUMBERS

[image: img1.jpg]


1

10 Months Later

When I wake up, I’m lying on a concrete floor next to a dead man.

He stares at me with glassy, unblinking eyes.

My heart beats faster—not just because he’s dead, but because I don’t remember coming here, meeting him, or how he died.

I do, however, recognize him.

His name is Nathan Briggs. We were in the Marines together. A long time ago.

The last time I saw Briggs, he was throwing a punch at me. That was right before I threw a punch at him. And then another. And then the barracks erupted in shouting and fighting.

I haven’t had any contact with him since.

At least, I don’t think I have.

The last thing I remember is being at home and having a bad tinnitus attack. I remember going to lie down, and that’s it.

I heard the ringing in my ears.

I went to bed.

I woke up here.

I’ve lost time. This has only happened to me once before: at my wife’s funeral. That day, I lost a minute or two. This time gap appears to be far longer. And a lot more problematic.

I reach into my shorts pocket for my phone, hoping to check the time, but it’s not there. My wallet is gone too. I only feel a car key.

And then there’s what I don’t feel.

Lifting my head, I spot my prosthetic leg lying a few feet away.

Seeing it there, detached from my body, reminds me of the day I lost my leg. That day, I woke up like this—on my back, on a roadside in Afghanistan.

Back then, I saved my life by using a tourniquet to stop the flow of blood from the wound. Every second counted. I think it does now as well.

Moving quickly, I sit up and reattach the prosthetic. My body aches. There’s pain in my abdomen, neck, and back. I’m pretty sure I was in a fight during the time gap.

Scanning my surroundings, I realize I’m in a room in what looks like a construction site. It’s a commercial building of some sort. Maybe an office or retail space. The ceiling is tall, with metal ceiling joists and exposed air conditioning ducts.

I don’t recognize the place or recall ever being here before.

What occurs to me now is that during the time I lost, someone might have lured me here, knocked me unconscious, and killed the guy next to me. That person could still be around—and they could be planning to kill me too. I need to move.

As I get to my feet, I take in more of the room. And every single thing I see is like a bomb going off.

There’s a backpack sitting in the corner. I know that backpack. It’s mine.

I don’t remember packing it.

I don’t know what’s inside.

The second is a knife. It’s sunk into the dead man’s chest. It is, very likely his cause of death. Like the backpack, it belongs to me.

The third issue is that a series of numbers has been written on the concrete floor.

12122518914208

They’re the same numbers I saw carved into my wife’s gravestone.

But here, someone has written them in blood.
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The numbers are a mystery.

The backpack is too.

The knife is a problem. So is the dead man, but as problems go, his body is by far my biggest problem.

It’s like a thermonuclear reactor melting down. The clock is ticking. Radiation is spreading, and it’s already all over me.

On some basic level, I feel like no matter what I do here, the police are eventually going to show up at my door with the crime scene equivalent of a Geiger counter and detect some radioactive isotopes and conclude that I did this.

The time gap is the root issue. If I knew what happened here, I’d have some idea of what to do. Depending on what happened, I’d probably just call the cops and wait for them, and we’d sort it out.

But I don’t know what happened here. On the surface, the optics are not great for me. The more immediate issue, however, is whether I’m alone. And in danger.

On instinct, I walk backwards until I feel the cold touch of a metal stud on my back. I wait and scan my surroundings and listen. I’m unarmed, but there’s only one weapon in sight. I’m not ready to pull that knife out of Briggs’s chest and put my fingerprints on it (assuming they aren’t already there).

I don’t hear footsteps. Or talking. Only the faint rush of cars in the distance.

I need answers.

And I need to get out of here. If this is an active construction site, workers could arrive any second. Plus, if the site has cameras—and it likely does—someone might already know I’m here.

Ignoring my aching body, I move to the backpack and unzip it. What I see inside ends any thoughts of contacting the police.

The bag holds two large bottles of bleach and a change of clothes (my clothes).

Only one type of person packs these items: someone planning to commit a crime—and then clean it up.

Holding the backpack, I notice something else. Blood on my hands. Most of it is on my right hand. In the palm. There’s a lot of blood on my index finger, too, but strangely, the tip of my finger is nearly clean.

I glance over at the numbers written on the concrete. I get it then.

I wrote the numbers. That’s why there’s no blood on the tip of my finger.

At this point in my life, with my wife gone and this bizarre thing happening, I would normally be inclined to simply sit down right here and wait for the construction workers to show up or the police to come around. I’d tell them the truth: that I don’t remember what happened. That I’m unwell. That I lost time, and that I’ll help them figure out what happened. I’d deal with the consequences. I don’t want to be a danger to anyone.

But I’m also a father.

And my daughter is what I’m thinking about right now. She is my first concern in this world. I don’t know how much time I’ve lost. And I don’t know what happened to her during that time. I don’t know if she’s been harmed or if the person who killed Briggs and knocked me out has her right now.

I do know that there is no individual on this planet who will fight harder for her than me. What I’m going to do now is find my daughter. And make sure she’s safe.

They can take me to jail after that.

If needed.


3

Stepping carefully around the pool of blood spreading out on the concrete, I lean over and search Briggs’s pockets. I find only a phone and a slim wallet.

The phone is turned off. I don’t dare activate it here (the location data might help investigators track him).

I’ll need to get into the device at some point. It might have pictures or video of me and whatever happened here. And if those photos are on the phone, they might be stored in the cloud as well. If so, that’s an even bigger problem.

What strikes me is that Briggs doesn’t have a car key.

It means he walked here, took public transportation, or someone dropped him off. Or that his key was previously taken from him—or he discarded it.

It’s another mystery, one to figure out later.

What I do next is not so much a choice as it is the result of having no other options, given my obligations in the world.

I remove the knife from Briggs’s chest.

Because I need it.

Next, I take my clothes off. Because I don’t want to drip blood in the building. The blood on my clothes isn’t mine (I don’t see an open wound). So that’s good news.

In my boxers and shoes, I search the first floor of the building for my phone, careful to stay clear of the windows and doors where a camera outside might see me. I also look for security cameras inside. I spot one, but it doesn’t seem to be on. The LED on the device is dark, and there are no wires running from it, as if it’s a decoy. What I don’t see is my phone. Which is also good news.

Using the knife, I cut off some of the sheet plastic that covers the opening to the room. Working quickly, I wrap up my bloody clothes, then cut away Briggs’s shirt, pants, and boxers and encapsulate them too (I figure my prints or DNA might be on them).

Next, I wipe the numbers from the floor and use the bleach on the hard surfaces in the room.

I don’t know enough about crime scene DNA to know if I’m covering all my tracks, but this is the best plan my foggy, stressed-out mind can come up with.

When I’m done, the backpack is full and I’m dressed in the clean clothes (jeans and a hoodie). Standing in the doorway to the building, I scan the street. By the looks of it, I’m in downtown Raleigh. It’s nighttime, and thankfully, there’s no one in sight at this hour.

Across the road, in an empty surface parking lot, I spot my Ford Explorer, waiting under the hazy glow of a pole light. There might be cameras along the street that will capture me exiting the building, but I don’t see any way to avoid that.

Tugging the hoodie tighter around my face, I step out and walk briskly, head hanging slightly downward.

Inside the car, I check the console and glove compartment for my phone. It’s not here.

I know I should dump the items in the backpack before I do anything else, but right now, my concern is for my daughter. So I decide to go directly home—with the evidence from this crime scene in the floorboard of the passenger seat.

*

I’m about five minutes from my apartment in North Raleigh when a car turns onto Six Forks Road and quickly closes the gap between us.

In the rearview mirror, I see the familiar blue hood and white roof of a Raleigh Police cruiser. The lightbar on top is dark.

For now.

But in my mind’s eye, I imagine it flashing to life, strobing behind me before I pull over and the officer asks to see my license—which I don’t have.

Also, the entire car smells like bleach.

Between the lack of license, the time of night, and the stench of bleach, I bet any good cop would want to take a closer look inside the car.

And the backpack.
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I’m guessing that the officer following me is running my plate to see if the car is stolen (or perhaps if the owner has any outstanding warrants).

He’s probably reading my name—Alan Norris—and looking at my face on a laptop next to him. He’ll see that I have never been arrested and that the taxes on the SUV are paid.

That’s what I have going for me.

What I have to figure out is what I’m going to say if he lights up and pulls me over and asks why I’m out here at 3:37 AM.

“My kid is sick, officer. I had to get her some medicine. I took some cash and left my license at home. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

That won’t work. The story falls apart if they ask to see the medicine I bought for her—which I don’t have.

As I glance in the rearview, I’m wishing I had thrown the backpack out by the side of the road as soon as I cleared downtown. I could always go back and collect it after checking on Riley and getting my license.

With nothing to do but wait, I try to piece together what happened before I lost time.

My last clear memory is of being at home, in my apartment, sitting at the dining table with Riley. We were working on a 3D puzzle of the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

Riley has ADHD, and I bought the puzzle as a way to strengthen her concentration—and to give us an activity to do together.

Music was playing from a Bluetooth speaker, and we were turning the puzzle pieces over and spreading them out.

The ringing started out of nowhere. No trigger, no buildup. And for the first time since the funeral ten months ago, the unceasing sound only I could hear was those rocks in the can, clang-clang-clanging in my ears. Usually, what I hear is like a tea kettle whining. Sometimes it grows to a shrill whistle.

Sitting at the dining table, I waited as the can shook harder, and the rocks rattled, and a pit of dread formed in my stomach.

I focused on my breathing. That works every now and then. It’s like a pressure valve that allows the attack to pass.

But not this time. With each puzzle piece I turned, the ringing grew louder.

I remember looking over at the clock on the kitchen wall, which read 6:45.

I opened a bottle of Calm gummies and held out two for Riley. The gummies are a magnesium supplement that helps her sleep, but she often tries to delay taking them. In classic fashion, she frowned and said something—which I couldn’t hear but suspect was a complaint about it not being bedtime yet.

I pointed to my ears, silently telling her I was having an episode.

Her annoyed expression melted, and she reached out and took the gummies and leaned forward and spoke slowly enough for me to read her lips.

Can I help?

I shook my head and stood and told her I’d be right back, hoping she could hear me. And hoping that it was true.

In my bedroom, I turned off the lights and stretched out on the mattress and closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing, feeling the point where air flowed past my nose.

By then, the ringing was so loud it was disorienting, like being in a sensory deprivation tank.

I don’t know how long I lay there, but my next memory is of a bright light lancing into the room. I squinted and watched as the bedroom door swung open, casting my seven-year-old daughter in shadow.

Riley crept forward and set a glass of water on the bedside table and leaned over and hugged me. I wrapped my arms around her, and when I let go, she walked to the bathroom and returned with a pill bottle. The medication helps with the tinnitus attacks, but I don’t like taking it. The drug makes me feel loopy and out of it. Not exactly ideal for a single parent of a young child. But I already felt loopy and out of it, so I didn’t have much to lose by taking it.

Riley set the pill bottle next to the glass of water and hugged me again, pressing the side of her head into my chest.

“I’m okay,” I told her. I couldn’t hear my voice, but I said the words anyway because that’s part of being a parent: telling your child you’re okay, even when you’re not.

The last thing I remember is my daughter releasing me and walking out of the bedroom and gently closing the door behind her. I reached for the pill bottle, but my fingers never reached it.

That unseen hand shook the can furiously and slammed it down with a pop that once again took time from me.

*

Like the 3D puzzle on our dining room table, those are the pieces of what happened.

The tinnitus attack.

Losing time.

Waking up in that building under construction.

With a dead body beside me.

I wonder how long it’s been since I lay down in my apartment.

I’ll know soon, assuming the blue lights behind me don’t come on.


5

The police cruiser changes lanes and pulls into my blind spot. I resist the urge to glance back. I can almost feel eyes boring into me, raking across the inside of the SUV, doing a mental calculation.

Thankfully, the math doesn’t add up to pulling me over.

The officer accelerates past me, into the night.

*

When the police cruiser is out of sight, I pull off of Six Forks Road, onto a secondary street, and drive until there’s nothing but woods on both sides of me. After parking, I exit the SUV, stalk into the woods, and hide the backpack in one spot, Briggs’s wallet in another, and the phone in another.

I’ll need to move the evidence when I can, but this will buy me some time.

*

At my apartment complex, there are no obvious signs of trouble. The three-story buildings with the units are mostly dark. There are no police cars here, no ambulance waiting with lights flashing in the night.

We get both police and ambulances with some frequency. The rent is on the lower side, and some of the residents get a little lively, especially on the weekends.

I want to move somewhere safer. Somewhere with a backyard. And a playroom for Riley.

But I can’t afford it right now.

*

Our apartment is on the second floor, and as I climb the wooden outdoor staircase, my heart hammers in my chest.

In the next building, a stereo thuds softly. The air is filled with the faint smell of weed.

The door to our two-bedroom apartment is closed. There’s no indication of forced entry.

Quietly, I turn the key in the lock, twist the handle, and push the door open.

Inside, the lights are off. In the dim glow of moonlight, I spot the pile of 3D puzzle pieces stacked on the dining table. The skeletal outline of the grounds of Hogwarts is a little more filled in than when I retreated to my bedroom. Riley must have kept working on it for a while before putting herself to bed. Or before whatever happened here.

Stepping across the threshold, I close the door behind me and wait, watching, listening for anyone else who might be inside the apartment.

There’s no sign of a struggle here.

On the IKEA coffee table, I spot my wallet and phone. I pick up the device and check the date. It’s the same night I went to lie down. And I haven’t missed any calls or text messages.

My email is full of back-to-school coupons, loan offers, and new listings from real estate sites I subscribe to.

With my heart in my throat, I creep to Riley’s bedroom door and quietly open it.

My only child is lying on her narrow bed, eyes closed. A Squishmallows stuffed animal is tucked under her right arm, and a dozen more furry friends are piled around her. On her bedside table, a Twinkle Tree glows softly. I gave it to her as a gift from the tooth fairy last month.

I don’t know if it’s the beating my body took tonight or the emotional relief, but I begin to shake. Leaning on my good leg, I hug the door frame, my face pressing into the jamb.
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I’m exhausted but also wired.

There’s no way I’m going to sleep tonight.

Besides, I have work to do.

I don’t like leaving Riley home alone, but she’s asleep, and I need to deal with that backpack full of bloody clothes in the woods.

With my wallet in my pocket, driving the speed limit and obeying all imaginable traffic laws, I return to the place where I hid the backpack, phone, and wallet. There in the woods, I finally turn the phone on. The wake screen unlocks instantly, which surprises me. It’s like Briggs wasn’t worried about anyone getting into the device (or was overconfident that it wouldn’t be taken from him).

I soon see why.

The call log is empty. There are no contacts in the address book. No text messages. Switching back to the home screen, I scroll through the apps. They look like the standard ones that come with the OS. It appears to be a burner phone, one that has been essentially wiped (or never used).

For a moment, I stand in the thicket, trying to think through how to dispose of the device.

In the distance, I hear what might just be the answer.

Carefully, I stalk through the trees and bushes, mindful not to touch anything or let a branch or briar tear my clothing. Soon, the forest recedes, and I’m standing on the bank of a small creek. The water is fast-moving and a few feet deep. I don’t know where the stream goes, but it will do the job I need: carrying the pieces of the phone somewhere else—a place that can’t be tied to me with surveillance video.

After putting a pair of work gloves on and wiping the phone down, I remove the SIM card and set it on a rock and pulverize it with a claw hammer brought from home. Next, I break the phone into larger pieces and wrap them in sheet plastic from the construction site. I’m careful to clean the plastic thoroughly, removing any fingerprints.

From the bank, I send the five plastic-wrapped bundles of phone parts down the creek, waiting a few minutes between each launch.

*

The remaining items in the backpack are larger than the phone, and disposing of them is a far larger challenge.

With the backpack again in the floorboard, I drive north, wondering if the police can use any data from my car to track me. My Ford Explorer is over fifteen years old and not exactly loaded with premium features. I figure it doesn’t have any sort of vehicle GPS or telematics that relay the position. Even if it does, there’s not much I can do about it.

Thankfully, it’s still dark when I pull onto a logging road and take down the cable blocking it.

The old road is rutty and bumpy, but thankfully, passable.

After parking, I take out the backpack and get a fire pit from the cargo area and walk through the woods until I can see Falls Lake in the distance.

Under the cover of the trees, I clear an area and set down the fire pit and burn the plastic-wrapped bundles.

Methodically, I place the ashes in Ziploc bags, attach a rock to each one, and toss them into the water.

I chose Falls Lake for several reasons.

First: convenience. It’s the closest lake to my house.

Second: privacy. There aren’t a lot of homes directly on the shore (in fact, I’ve never actually seen one here in Raleigh). Most of the land bordering the lake, at least here in Wake County, is owned by the Army Corps of Engineers. Thus, there are no home security cameras to see me.

And third: size. Falls Lake spans three counties and has over 175 miles of shoreline. The water covers more than 12,000 acres.

The evidence I sunk there tonight will be hard to find. At a minimum, I’ve bought myself some time.

But as I wipe down the fire pit with bleach, I can’t help but wonder how many mistakes I’ve made since waking up—and when they’ll catch up with me.
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Back at home, I shower, brew some coffee, and search the web for information about Briggs.

Briggs doesn’t have a LinkedIn profile. He’s not on social media. And there’s nothing on the web. His digital footprint is non-existent.

But I remember the employer name from his insurance card: Amersa. I’ve never heard of the company. According to Amersa’s website, it’s a tech start-up based in Research Triangle Park, that’s developing a virtual reality device powered by artificial intelligence. The more I read about Amersa’s mission and vision, the less I understand.

The only other clue I have to investigate is the sequence of fourteen numbers that was written in blood. I admit, after seeing them on my wife’s headstone, I didn’t look them up. I just sort of figured it was a freak thing that day.

But now, the numbers have my attention.

I begin my research by opening an AI chatbot and typing in the numbers and asking what they mean.

The high school students I teach got me into AI chat by showing me what it can do. They soon regretted it, because I started running my homework assignments through AI to see its responses. Now, any time a student turns in work that’s a little too close to an AI response, I tell them: any AI could do this well. Try again.

But, at the moment, I’m okay with AI doing my homework. Because it knows more than I do, and I’m tired, and I need all the help I can get.

After “thinking” a few seconds, the AI chatbot tells me that it doesn’t know exactly what the numbers are, but it has five theories.

One, the numbers could be a mathematical pattern or sequence. But without more data, the AI can’t identify the pattern or the correct formula to generate further numbers.

Two, the numbers might be a date and time. For instance, “121225” might represent December 12th, 2025. But the bot seems less enthusiastic about that prospect.

Three, the numbers might be a serial number or a unique identifier. That’s an interesting one.

The fourth possibility is that the sequence is simply a random string of numbers.

That theory doesn’t help me much, but the last option does: the numbers might be encoded information.

I tell the AI to assume the numbers are encoded information and to decode it.

The bot quickly identifies several intriguing ciphers that might translate the code. There’s Book Cipher, in which the numbers correspond to a specific page, line, and word in a book. That’s interesting, but I don’t know which book it’s referencing.

The only cipher that seems promising is numeric substitution.

Using numeric substitution, each number in the sequence is changed to a letter according to its position in the alphabet. So 1 becomes A, 2 becomes B, 3 becomes C, and so on. Applying this to the numbers translates to “LLYRINTH.”

For a moment, I study the numbers again:

12122518914208

Next, I ask the AI if they could spell anything else, and it promptly informs me that yes, they could.

The first four numbers are 1212. That’s why the first two letters are both L.

If, however, the second 12 was separated into 1 and a 2, the first four numbers would spell L-A-B.

The resulting word would be LABYRINTH.

I’m vaguely familiar with the Labyrinth story from Greek mythology, but I can’t see how it connects to my wife and Briggs’s murder. Or maybe I’ve decoded the numbers incorrectly.

I jump when I feel a hand on my shoulder.

Beside me, Riley reels back, wincing, as if she’s touched a hot stove.

I reach out and pull her into a hug. “Hey, kiddo. I didn’t hear you get up.”

Her lips brush my ear as she whispers two words no parent ever wants to hear: “I’m scared.”

Gripping her shoulders, I study her face. “Why?”

She grimaces. I recognize the expression. It’s her “I don’t want to say” face.

“What happened last night?”

Riley looks confused. “When?”

“After I went to bed.”

She shrugs.

“You don’t know?”

“I…”

“You can tell me, Riley. Whatever happened, you can tell me.”

“I forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“To brush.”

“Your teeth?”

She nods.

I exhale and loosen my grip on her shoulders. “Well, that’s okay. Just don’t make a habit of it. But after I went to my room, what else did you do?”

Confusion replaces her sheepishness. “What do you mean?”

“Did you—”

“I didn’t watch TV, Dad. Or eat ice cream. I promise.”

“That’s good. But did anyone come over?”

She bunches her eyebrows. “What?”

“Did anyone come to the apartment last night, after I went to bed?”

Her confusion begins to morph into fear. I run a hand over her back.

“Everything’s all right, sweetie. I’m just curious about what happened. You’re not in trouble. Okay?”

She nods nervously.

I ask her again if anyone came over, and she shakes her head.

“You said you were scared. Why?”

Riley twists, trying to escape my grasp, but I hold on.

“It’s okay to be scared,” I reassure her. “Everyone gets scared. Even me.”

She squints. “Really?”

“Really.”

Her gaze drifts down to the floor. “I’m just… nervous.”

“About what?”

“The other kids. Like if they’re mean. Or if I don’t know anybody.”

I was so absorbed in what happened last night and my research this morning that I forgot—today is her first day of the new school year. And mine.

Wake County schools used to start on Tuesdays. For some reason, they switched to Monday this year.

Riley’s hesitation vanishes as she breaks free of my grip and begins waving her hands, rattling off fears and what-ifs. Talking it out sometimes gets her even more amped up, but it usually helps.

When Riley’s diatribe winds down, I give her one of my tried-and-true speeches. She’s probably tired of hearing this one, but she needs it right now. “Remember, kiddo: things are never as bad as you imagine. This is the worst part—right now—imagining how bad it could be. You’re going to love school. Just like your mom did.”

She swallows hard, the mention of her mom casting a somber mood over the moment.

“And I’ll tell you something else. If she were here right now, she’d be so proud of you.”
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A few hours later, I park my car in the teachers’ lot at the high school where I work.

In the backseat, Riley is scanning the sidewalk, probably trying to spot one of her friends heading toward the elementary school. She’s putting on a brave face, but I can tell she’s nervous.

Outside, we walk in silence, her small hand in mine. It’s late August, and even this early in the morning, the sun bears down, slowly baking us and the concrete sidewalk beneath our feet.

Across the road, the bus parking lot of the middle school is slowly filling up.

I left my cane in the car. I figure we’ll draw less attention that way. Everybody wants to look normal. Especially on the first day of school.

But I pay for it with every step. My stump was already aching from whatever happened last night. By the time we reach the elementary school, it’s throbbing.

At the entrance, there’s a steady flow of children exiting their parents’ cars and walking and jogging into school, backpacks bouncing as they go.

Riley releases my hand and tries to join the flow of students, but I hold her tight and pull her back to me, bending slightly to give her a gentle hug that I know she doesn’t want but needs.

“Be kind,” I whisper in her ear.

Her chin sinks softly onto my collarbone.

I tell her to do her best and to treat everyone else the way she wants to be treated, and not to sweat the small things.

Her smooth cheek brushes my stubbled face as she pulls away.

*

On the way back to the high school, I’m really missing my cane. Every minute or so, I stop and lean on my good leg for a few seconds, taking the pressure off my stump.

On the third break, I take my phone out and check the local news.

The story I’ve been dreading has finally appeared.

BODY FOUND AT DOWNTOWN CONSTRUCTION SITE

The article is brief and to the point:

Raleigh PD is investigating what appears to be a murder at a construction site for a mixed-use high-rise building in downtown. The site was currently idle due to an ongoing legal dispute between the developer and the general contractor. Police are asking anyone with any information to contact…

*

By the time I reach the high school, I’m a mess.

My shirt is soaked with sweat. I’m exhausted. And my leg feels like the bone is about to punch through the skin.

The tinnitus attack starts then. It’s not the tea kettle whine. It’s the rocks in the can.

Clang-clang-clang.

Clang-clang-clang.

Hearing it spikes my pulse even higher. I can’t afford to lose time here, at work.

At the edge of the teacher parking lot, I bend over and plant my hands on my knees and focus on my breathing.

To any parents (or teachers) passing by, I probably look like a guy on the verge of heaving by the side of the road. Not a great look on the first day of school. Or any other day of school. But I’m far less self-conscious now that Riley isn’t with me. And taking the weight off the stump brings instant relief.

It doesn’t, however, save me from the sun, which feels like a heat lamp hovering over my back.

Soon, sweat drips from my forehead, and my mind flashes to the beads of rain that collected on my wife’s coffin that day. The memory is like stepping on a nail. With my soul.

Between the pain and the heat and the ringing, I start to breathe harder. I have a change of clothes in the car (I learned that lesson years ago). But even with dry clothes, I can’t go into school this way.

I wipe the sweat away and glance around for any distraction.

In the grass next to me, there’s a yard sign for the PTA. The moment I see it, the ringing fades, like the hand is drawing the can away.

I keep staring at the sign, reading it, and with every line, the rattling ratchets down. At the bottom, I expect to see the web address for the school’s PTA.

Instead, it says:

12122518914208.com

The moment I read the web address, the ringing stops.
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I’ve made a mistake, and I’m blaming it on exhaustion. Mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion. All apply.

As soon as I got to my classroom, I got my phone out and typed the numbers web address into a browser.

The moment I hit go, I realized I shouldn’t be visiting the site from a phone tied to me. I’m no internet coding genius, but I suspect whoever operates the site can figure out who I am because of that action. Or at least, where I am.

The numbers are connected to the murder last night.

And by visiting the site, it’s possible that the site owner knows that I’m connected to the murder, too.

But it’s done.

The risk might even turn out to be worth it—because of what I saw on the page.

Apparently, I’m not the only one seeing the numbers.

*

At lunch, I stagger out to the parking lot and get my cane from my car. The pain has overtaken my pride. It wasn’t a close race.

I need to think, and to do that, I need to be alone, and for those reasons, I retrieve my lunch from the fridge in the teacher’s lounge and sit on the steps outside the gym. At this point in the day, the sidewalk in front of me is hot enough to fry an egg. I figure the heat will dissuade anyone from joining me.

Slowly chewing a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, I ponder the numbers website.

Four of my colleagues pass by, all PE teachers, heading out to lunch. Several glance back at me and say hi, and one breaks from the pack, mumbling something I can’t make out.

She walks back up the steps and, without a word, sits down beside me. She’s trim, dressed in athletic attire, her brown hair pulled into a ponytail. Aviator sunglasses cover her eyes, but even with the dark, mirrored eyewear, I recognize her.

The last time she and I sat on these steps was twenty years ago, when I was a senior at this high school and she was a junior. The concrete beneath us now is the same slab we sat on back then, though the passage of time has left it a little more cracked and stained. Just like me.

Time has been more kind to her. She looks about the same. She’s gained a few rebel streaks of gray hair, a fine line or two creeping out from the corners of her eyes, but that’s about it.

Her name is Meredith Davis, and before either of us had any gray hair—when we were students here and not teachers—we walked these halls holding hands. I lingered by her locker, conspiring about meeting up at a party after the football game and lying to our parents about studying with friends.

With my PB&J-free hand, I pick up my lunch box and hold it out to her, offering the choice of either apple slices or a banana.

She takes the banana and starts peeling it.

“I’m assuming you stole some kid’s lunch.”

I let out a laugh, almost losing my bite of peanut butter and jelly. It’s hardly the first thing most people would say to an ex after a twenty-year time gap, but it is also exactly what the Meredith Davis I knew back then would have said.

“Had a rough night. Can you just assume I’m saying something witty?”

“Strike one,” she says and takes the first bite of banana.

I shake my head, smiling. “I make the lunch my daughter likes, and I eat the same thing for the sake of efficiency.”

“That’s very grown up, Alan.”

“I was always very mature.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“No. No, I wasn’t.”

I’m amazed at how easy it is to fall back into the way things were between us. It’s like those twenty years went by in a blink, and we’re just picking up where we left off.
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In my afternoon classes, I continue my first day of school routine. I’ve honed this process over the years, but essentially it’s about setting the tone in the classroom.

I want my students to feel like this is a safe place to learn and share. My second goal is to get these eleventh-graders excited about the subject matter. I teach history and psychology. It’s not exactly the most exciting thing in their lives at this point. I’m competing with social media, endless streaming TV, hormones, video games, and probably stuff I’m too out of touch to even know about.

On top of that, this year, most of these kids will be stressed about college admissions, crucial sports games, and whether their high school romance, which raged like a wildfire this past summer, will indeed last through the year. They will also be wondering whether they should apply to the same college as their current love interest.

When it comes to attention span, my AP World History and AP Psychology classes have some serious competition. My approach is to frame the courses not as work or a box they need to tick, but as valuable skills that will be the wind at their back in life, regardless of the route they choose. I don’t want them to learn the facts simply for the sake of passing the AP test and going into college with a few credits.

On the first day of school, I feel less like a teacher and more like a salesman for the subject matter. For my specific wares, I try to convince these kids that knowing history and understanding how it shaped the world we live in will help them navigate adulthood. It will help them better understand the people they encounter, and I hope it will also help them make informed decisions for our future (after all, they will be voting next year).

Psychology comes with more personal benefits, so it’s a little easier to sell, at least to some students.

I encourage my students to view the psychology coursework as an opportunity to gain insight into themselves and the people in their lives. I always make a point to discourage them from psychoanalyzing their parents at dinner (I’ve had some complaints at parent-teacher conferences). My exact words are: “Remember, you are in the eleventh grade. This is not PhD-level instruction, and you are not a clinical psychologist… and neither am I.”

I try to impress upon them that knowing themselves has a multiplying effect on their life—it multiplies what they can achieve and how happy they can be. But they have to be brave enough to truly see themselves—with all their strengths and limitations. The thing is, some who venture into the cave of self-awareness don’t like what they see. And most avoid it altogether.

However, over the years, I’ve seen students who are willing to put in the work gain a deeper understanding of themselves. They become more confident. They make better choices.

That’s a big part of why I keep coming back every year, despite the mediocre pay and drama and occasional wisecrack about a one-legged teacher hobbling just out of earshot (or so they think).

I like seeing these kids overcome the challenges in their lives at this pivotal time—and being some small part of helping them.

*

I don’t know if it was nourishment from lunch or getting back into teaching again or if the fatigue from last night is simply fading, but by the time my planning period rolls around, I’ve caught a second wind.

As soon as the bell rings, I file out with the kids, cane squeaking on the vinyl floor.

At a nearby Walmart, I buy a prepaid wireless smartphone. In the empty parking lot of an abandoned Kmart, I activate the phone with a throwaway Mastercard gift card and a fake address. The device will still log a cell tower ping, but that’s a problem for later (or hopefully never).

In the phone’s web browser, I return to the numbers website.

At the top are three words:

YOU HAVE REACHED

Below is an illustration of an iceberg sticking out of a water line.

Right under the image is a simple question:

What do the numbers mean to you?

A web form collects an answer to that question as well as name, email address, and phone number.

I don’t dare enter my real name. I also need to create a new, anonymous email address (one that avoids any identifiers like ‘Marine,’ ‘single dad,’ or ‘teacher’).

I need something completely random.

Without another thought, I type Dr. Richard Kimble in the name field and then go and register an anonymous email address and enter it.

In the answer box, I go with the truth:

The numbers are what I see when the ringing won’t stop.


11

After school, I stow my cane in the car and proceed down the sidewalk to the elementary school. My stump aches, and the burst of energy that arrived this afternoon has completely left me, but the only thing on my mind is Riley and hoping that her first day went well. Like my students, beginnings are important.

As I approach the school, kids race out like birds set free from a cage, backpacks bouncing as they go. I spot Riley in a small crowd of girls, talking and smiling.

At the sight of me, she waves bye to her friends and breaks into a jog. I think she’s going to hug me, but she slows as she reaches me, still smiling but playing it cool, no doubt for the benefit of her buddies.

I ask her how her day was and she merely shrugs and says, “Good.”

But I can tell from the glow in her face that her first day was more than good, and that makes me forget about the aches and the weariness.

*

On the way home, we stop for ice cream. It’s hot as blazes, but Riley wants to sit outside, so of course we do, on a bench by a park where a group of fit, carefree folks in their twenties are setting up for a program called Soccer Shots (which Riley is a proud graduate of).

When she sees her former teacher, Riley takes a big bite of ice cream, gently places


































OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-bw.png
Qo
y .

HEAD
FLEUS

An Ad Astra Book





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/Fonts/beachwood-regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/cofosanspixeltrial-regular.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/courbi.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Courier-New.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/CourierNew-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/couri_0.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Geographicaitalic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/arialbi.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/ariali_1.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/arial_2.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/beachwood-italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/arialbd_1.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/SofiaPro-Light.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/SofiaPro-LightItalic.otf


OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg





